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“Why are all these people still outside? We need to clear out the entire area,” Detective Pratt instructed.

“We’ve been telling everybody to go back inside the boat so that they can be questioned, but they won’t go,” the police officer said, sounding frustrated.

Detective Pratt stood on the gangplank and looked up at the three-story, multi-million-dollar yacht. There were people peering over the railings from all three decks, staring down into the coal-black water. Detective Pratt knew exactly what was capturing their attention; she had seen it too, the minute she came upon the scene. She looked over at the water again, where police divers were marking off the crime scene with yellow plastic caution strips. She exhaled hard. “Come with me,” she told the officer.

The two of them went aboard. “Okay, people, back inside. Nobody goes home until everyone is questioned,” Detective Pratt announced to the ogling partygoers.

“Back inside, people. Let’s move it,” the officer echoed, waving his flashlight like a wand.

Detective Pratt could hear the buzz of whispers as guests eased toward the entrance.

“Oh my God, I can’t believe this!”

“It’s like something out of a movie.”

“Yeah, a horror movie.”

They were right. There hadn’t been a murder in the Hamptons in quite a while, and when the news broke in the morning, residents would be horrified.

“Who owns this boat?” Detective Pratt asked another officer.

“Liza Lord,” he said promptly. Everyone on the island knew that the Lords had the most opulent yacht at the marina. Detective Pratt was new to the island, and wasn’t familiar with the Lords.

“Go get her,” Detective Pratt said with urgency in her voice.

“Right away,” the officer responded, then disappeared into the crowd. A few minutes later, he came back with the owner in tow.

Before speaking, the detective checked out the woman with a discerning eye. Liza Lord was dressed to the hilt in a stark white, silk halter gown, with a thin silver belt wrapped around her slim waist. The belt had tiny rhinestones—or were they diamonds?—encrusted around a square buckle. Large teardrop diamonds were dangling from her earlobes, and her neck and wrists were also dripping in diamonds. Her copper-colored skin was flawless; no wrinkles or any other signs of a stressful life. One look at her, and anyone could see that Ms. Lord came from money; not only a couple of million, but old money that had lasted for generations.

“I understand this is your boat,” the detective said.

“Yes, Lady Lord is my yacht,” she said, making the correction obvious.

“Is this an annual party that you give on your boat?” Detective Pratt asked, deliberately using the incorrect term. She hated the upper-crusty tone that rich people used to talk down to common folk, and whenever she could get in a dig, she did.

Liza rolled her eyes and said with a discerning air, “This is not my affair. I merely provided the venue.” Liza had been thrilled to help Donovan plan the party, but this nosey detective was pissing her off. That and a dead body had completely soured her mood.



“Then whose party is it?” Detective Pratt snapped.

“Donovan Smart’s.”

“The rapper?”

“Yes. It’s his White and Platinum party, given to introduce himself to the community.”

That explains why everyone is dressed in white and silver, the detective thought. “Where is he?”

Liza shrugged her shoulders and then answered, “I don’t know.”

“Excuse me, Detective, but they’re ready to take the body out of the water now,” the officer told her.

“Okay, I’ll be right there.” The detective then turned back to Liza. “Can you hang around for a few minutes? I’d like to ask you some more questions.”

“Do I need to call my attorney?”

“That’s up to you. My questions are standard and will be quick. We can either do it here, or you and your attorney can come down to the station. The choice is yours.”

Liza exhaled and thought about the situation for a moment. She wasn’t about to be carted down to some godforsaken police station. Besides, she didn’t have anything to hide. “Okay, I’ll be below deck, in my stateroom,” she said, and sauntered away.

Detective Pratt made her way out to the dock. She stood there and watched the divers pull a woman’s lifeless body from the water. The woman was also dressed in white and silver; obviously she had been on the guest list. The burning questions now were who was she, and how did she end up floating facedown in the bay? Was it an accidental death, or murder?
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The morning after the drowning, Detective Theodora Pratt—Theo for short—pored over her notes. To her amazement, Liza Lord had been extremely cooperative and had filled her in on the major players at the party. There was the host, rapper Donovan Smart, aka TuSmArt; his sister, Reece; and her best friend, Chyna. Also in attendance were Dr. Lars Braxton and his wife, Remi, new money residents of Coco Beach. Troy Hamilton, the chef and owner of Cafe Coco, was there, as well as a smattering of the old money residents who had summered in that part of the Hamptons for generations.

According to Liza, Donovan had given the party to ingratiate himself into the community. Most of the people who lived in Coco Beach were snobs, and didn’t want a rapper disrupting their tranquility. Donovan had wanted to prove to them that he and his crew were housetrained and that there was nothing to be intimidated about. The party had been a success, until someone wound up dead.

“How’s it going?” the chief of police asked, coming into her office.

Theo thumped the notes on her desk. “This is going to be an interesting case, to say the least. We have an eclectic cast of characters here. I’m interviewing the rapper, Donovan Smart”—she looked at her watch—“in about ten minutes. After I finish with him, I’m going down the list. I’ll probably be here all night.” Although she had talked briefly with the guests last night, she wanted more in-depth interviews with some of the key people at the party.

“Okay; let me know how it’s shaping up. We’re going to need to wrap this case up as soon as possible. The residents will want to know if the woman jumped, accidentally fell overboard, or was pushed. If she was pushed, then it’s murder, and Coco Beach hasn’t seen a murder in God knows when.”

“I’m on it, Chief.”

Ten minutes later, right on time, in walked Donovan Smart, looking more like an executive for a Fortune 500 company than a rapper. He was dressed in a navy blue suit, white shirt, and baby-blue tie. The suit fit his brawny frame perfectly, and the white shirt seemed to glow against his chocolate skin.

Donovan Smart’s name fit him to a tee. He wasn’t merely smart; he was brilliant, a borderline genius. His IQ was right up there with Einstein’s. He’d skipped two grades in elementary school and graduated high school when he was only sixteen. His GPA was an astonishing 4.0, and he’d received scholarship offers from Yale, Northwestern, Harvard, and NYU. But to the disappointment of his guidance counselor, he turned down the chance to attend an Ivy League institution, preferring instead to dive deep into his music.

Donovan had been writing rap lyrics since his first taste of the music released by The Notorious B.I.G. The second he heard Christopher Wallace’s raspy voice deliver those dope rhythmic lyrics, Donovan was hooked, and knew that he had to be in the rap game.

Unlike the other boys in the neighborhood who hung out playing b-ball all day and night, Donovan would sequester himself in his bedroom, writing songs. He saved enough cash from a part-time job dropping fries at Mickey-D’s to buy a keyboard and a secondhand sound system, complete with CD burner and microphone. He set up a makeshift studio in his room and would work on tunes for hours on end, until he had the right track to accompany his words. His songs were profound. He wrote of growing up in a crack-infested neighborhood, where the habit-forming synthetic drug had grandmothers selling their bodies to get a ten-dollar hit. He wrote of teenage mothers struggling to work and finish school so they could move out of the ’hood to provide a better life for their children. He wrote of witnessing shootouts and seeing the bullet-riddled bodies of his peers; their young lives snuffed out like insignificant, flickering flames right before his eyes. By the time Donovan had graduated from high school, he had a vast catalogue of work, and was ready to make some noise in the world of music.

Initially, he wanted to be a writer/producer, but he couldn’t find anyone with a unique-enough vibe to record his demo. Everybody he auditioned tried to sound like Tupac, Biggie, or Ice Cube. Though each was great in his own right, he wanted originality, not a remix of the classics. Tired of wasting time with wannabes, he went into the studio and laid the tracks himself. To his astonishment, he realized that he possessed within himself the unique sound that he craved.

With the demo complete, Donovan was ready to shop for that elusive record deal. However, he knew from reading trade magazines and watching celebrity profiles on television that it often took years to sign with a major label. He couldn’t fathom the idea of wasting his energy running down an A&R exec to get a contract that only paid pennies on the dollar.

Instead of taking the traditional route, he opted to go underground and shave years off the conventional process. He made mass copies—since he owned the music there were no copyright issues—and sold his CDs on the street, keeping one hundred percent of the profit. Donovan couldn’t produce the music fast enough. The neighborhood was hooked. His dope rap was the new crack! The message in his lyrics transcended age, touching young and old alike. People would line up outside his apartment door to buy the homemade discs.

It didn’t take long for the big boys to come a-callin’ once they heard the ka-ching of a proven money-making machine. In the music industry (as with all industries), the name of the game was profit with a capital “P.” After selling more than fifty thousand CDs in less than a year, Donovan had proven without a doubt that his music was indeed profitable.

The marketing team at Lysten UP Records reasoned that if he could generate a loyal following without the benefit of corporate dollars behind him, then he would surely go platinum with their worldwide distribution propelling him into the stratosphere and beyond. Lysten UP wooed Donovan with SUVs on d.u.b.s., bling, phat gear, and a fat advance check when he signed on the dotted line. Since he’d brought a proven track record to the table, his attorney was able to negotiate top-notch terms in his contract, including creative control for the artist, which was rare for a neophyte.

Six platinum albums and a Brink’s truck of cash later, Donovan was the new prince of hip-hop. Though music would always be his first love, he decided to branch out and diversify his dollars in several different arenas. Following the lead of Sean Combs—whom Donovan admired and had studied in the press long before Donovan made his millions—Donovan started his own clothing line—SmArtGeAr. He followed that with a restaurant, simply called Donovan’s. And he partnered with real estate mogul Donald Trump to open a trendy boutique hotel in Harlem. Professionally, his life couldn’t get much better. He was amassing a vast empire, had three singles on Billboard’s Top 20 simultaneously, and was co-producer on another two top singles.

On the flip side, his personal life—or more to the point, his love life—was stagnant. He wrote ballads of unrequited love, but had never experienced the blood-rushing, adrenaline-pumping thrill of giving his heart to a woman.

One of New York’s most eligible bachelors, Donovan had a smorgasbord of women at his disposal, from video dancers, to models, to Grammy Award-winning singers. As alluring as they all were, he wanted something more. He didn’t only want a woman with killer looks. He wanted brains as part of the package. However, the three “B”s—beauty, body, and brains—was a tough combination to find among the women in his circle.

To save face and to keep his fans satiated with the juicy details of his so-called escapades, his publicist arranged, on occasion, dates with some of Broadway’s leading actresses. This media tactic was used to solidify his image as the consummate ladies’ man, but in reality, Donovan was as lonely as a castaway on a deserted island.
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So, Mr. Smart, I understand both your sister and her best friend were at the party,” Theo said, looking directly across the desk at Donovan. His eyes were red-rimmed and puffy, as if he had been crying all night. Theo assumed that he was distraught about a death taking place at his party.

He looked down in his lap, took a deep breath, looked up and then said, “Yes, they were. Part of the reason why I threw the party was to introduce my family to the community.” Donovan didn’t admit that he’d also hoped to find his sister a suitable guy to date. Reece was a bit on the wild side, and he wanted a well-bred man to help calm her down.

“Who else in your family was there?”

“By ‘family,’ I mean Chyna, my sister’s best friend. We all grew up together in the projects. When I signed my first recording contract, I moved my family, as well as Chyna and her mother, out of the ’jects,” he explained.

“So you guys go way back?” Theo put her elbows on the desk. “Tell me about your sister and her friend.”

A smile spread across his handsome face. “Those two are something else. They’re more like sisters than friends. Growing up in the projects, it helped to have someone you trust have your back, and Chyna and Reece definitely had each other’s best interest at heart.” As he was talking, tears welled up in his eyes, and were soon rolling down his cheeks. Donovan took a handkerchief out of his back pocket, and wiped his face.



“Are you okay, Mr. Smart?”

“No, I’m not. This has been an ordeal. I don’t know what else I can tell you. I didn’t see what happened,” he stood up, “so if you don’t mind I’d like to go home.”

Theo didn’t have any reason to keep Donovan, so she let him go. “Okay, Mr. Smart, if I need anything else, I’ll give you a call.”

“Sure, no problem.” Donovan took a pair of shades out of his breast pocket, put them on, and left.

Theo watched him walk out, and wondered if he was leaving so soon because he was distraught over what had happened at the party or if he was trying to hide something. If it were the latter, she would find out the truth, sooner rather than later.
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Donovan’s interview at the police station wasn’t as painful as he had thought it would be. The detective was nice enough; she didn’t badger him with a barrage of useless questions. He appreciated her directness. Donovan was in a somber mood and really didn’t feel like going through something akin to the Spanish Inquisition. She simply wanted to know more about him, his sister, and Chyna.

On his way home, Donovan thought about the previous night’s events. He couldn’t believe that his party had turned into the scene of a tragic accident, and it got him thinking about his lunch with Chyna a few weeks ago.

THEY WERE MEETING AT A SWANK, NEO-SOUL FOOD RESTAURANT on Thirty-Eighth Street, close to Donovan’s midtown office. Chyna was there sitting in the waiting area when Donovan arrived. He was wrapping up a conversation when he walked into the restaurant.

“Yeah, man, I just got out of the meeting,” he said into the phone as he approached Chyna. He planted his body close to hers on the sofa and continued his conversation. “Looks like we’re going to get the endorsement deal with Mercedes.” He smiled, exposing perfectly straight, bright white teeth.

Chyna began to fidget. She hadn’t rehearsed a script in advance, and didn’t know how to tell Donovan about Reece’s addiction. She didn’t want to blurt out the information. She knew he’d be shocked, but knowing Donovan’s impatience, she didn’t want to beat around the bush either.

“Sorry about that,” he apologized, after ending his call and pecking her on the cheek.

“No problem.” She checked out his high-powered business look. He was dressed in a tailored khaki suit that hugged his broad shoulders ever so slightly, with a light-blue pinpoint cotton shirt and multi-colored, brown and baby-blue Michael Newell tie. “Don’t you look like the consummate businessman.” She smiled.

“Thanks,” Donovan said, slightly blushing. “Come on, let’s eat. I’m starving.” He got up and headed toward the hostess’s podium.

“Hey, Donovan, man. How ya doing?” It was Keith, the general manager, standing next to the hostess.

“Man, I’m good.” He slapped Keith on the back. “What about you?”

“Things couldn’t be better; business is booming. We hosted a party for Common last night, and it was off the chain.” Keith gave Chyna an appraising look, and quickly changed the subject. “Who’s your lady friend?”

Since they had grown up together, Donovan was immune to Chyna’s dazzling beauty. She was tall with long black silky hair that she inherited from her father, who was half Asian. She had delicate features on a honey-wheat complexion, and a round, sister-girl butt, compliments of her African-American mother. She was slim like Reece, and people would often mistake them for sisters.

Donovan looked over at Chyna, who was dressed in a girly pink floral dress with a generous neckline that showcased her ripe bosom. Her sexiness made him blush. “Oh, uh, this is my girl, Chyna.”



“Damn. You’re a lucky man,” Keith said, with disappointment.

Donovan laughed. “Naw, man, not my girl. She’s my homegirl, my homie. We grew up together,” he explained.

“That’s right,” Chyna chimed in. “We’re like family.”

“That’s good, because I’d love to take you out sometime,” Keith said without skipping a beat. He quickly whipped out a business card from his breast pocket. “My home number’s on the back. Please give me a call.”

Chyna reluctantly took the card. He was handsome enough, but she wasn’t interested in getting involved in a relationship. She had her sights set on opening a boutique, and didn’t need or want any distractions. Men were the worst distraction of all, especially when the sex was good. She hadn’t been in a committed relationship in two years, not since her last boyfriend. He was an up-and-coming rapper on Donovan’s label, and their attraction was animalistic. They fell into bed the night they met. Chyna didn’t smoke, drink, or do drugs; her only vice was sex. Their union had no solid foundation; it was all about fucking. Once the sheets cooled off, so did the relationship. He dropped her like a nuclear bomb. She was devastated when he left her for a dancer. It felt as if a vital appendage had been surgically removed, and in a sense, it had. Once she recovered from the missing dick, Chyna vowed never to become whipped again. She swore that she would get to know her next boyfriend long before they made love. “Okay, talk to you soon,” she said half-heartedly and put the card in her purse.

“Let me show you to your table,” Keith said, walking them into the dining room. He sat them at a choice corner table near the back of the restaurant. “I’ll send the waitress right over,” he said, and disappeared into the kitchen.

“So…” Donovan said, peering directly into Chyna’s coal black eyes.



She knew exactly what he was asking, even though he hadn’t actually asked a question. Since she never invited him out to lunch, brunch, or dinner for that matter, she assumed that he wanted to know why she scheduled this meeting.

“Yes.” she said, stalling.

He let out a slight chuckle. “You know what I mean, Chyna. What’s up? Why’d you want to have lunch? I’m sure it’s not to sit around and chit-chat.” Donovan was one for getting right down to business. He didn’t like wasting time on unnecessary conversation. Cutting through the usual trivial preliminary topics, like the weather and sports updates, was one of his many attributes. Donovan could get right to the meat of a situation within seconds, and resolve any ensuing conflict before it escalated. He learned that from dealing with young hotheads in the music industry, when it was better to give it to them straight with no chaser.

Chyna exhaled, and then said, “It’s Reece.”

“What about her?”

“I don’t know how to tell you this.” She hesitated.

He leaned in closer to her. “Tell me whatever the problem is.”

“How do you know it’s a problem?” she asked, continuing to stall in an attempt to find the right words.

“Knowing my sister, I’m sure it’s some kind of problem. Otherwise, you wouldn’t be here.”

“You’re right.” Chyna swallowed hard, and lowered her eyes. “She’s on drugs.”

“What?” Donovan shouted, causing the other patrons to turn around and look in their direction.

“Calm down, Donnie,” Chyna said in a hushed tone.

“How can you expect me to calm down when you’re telling me my baby sister is on drugs? What is she on?” he asked, lowering his voice.



“She’s hooked on Oxy.”

“What?” Donovan couldn’t believe his ears.

“OxyContin. It’s a painkiller that’s highly addictive.”

“Yeah, I know what it is.”

“Remember the night of your release party?” she asked, but didn’t wait for him to answer. “Anyway, Reece was high then.” She went on to tell him what had transpired that evening.

“GIRL, I KNOW YOU AIN’T WEARING THAT!” REECE EXCLAIMED, turning up her diamond-studded nose at Chyna’s hideous getup.

Standing in Reece’s bedroom and glancing in the full-length mirror behind the door, Chyna pivoted slightly so she could get a rear view. “What’s wrong? You don’t like my outfit?”

Reece looked at the black-and-white polka-dot, baby-doll dress worn over a pair of red satin cargo pants with silver platforms, and snickered under her breath. She and Chyna had been friends since childhood when they both lived in the Red Hook project complex in Brooklyn. Back then, both of their families were so poor that the girls had to shop for back-to-school clothes on the sale rack at Goodwill, and even that was a treat. Those were the lean years and a lifetime away. Now they were living high on the hog, compliments of Reece’s brother, Donovan, aka TuSmArt, the triple-platinum Grammy-winning rapper. “Girl, you look like you been back at Goodwill bobbing for bargains.” She laughed.

Chyna took offense. “Ain’t shit funny, Reece. Just ’cause yo’ brother is raking in the Benjamins don’t mean you gotta diss me like that.”

“Puleeezze.” Reece smirked and rolled her eyes. She couldn’t believe Chyna was going down that “Your brother, the star” road. Not only did Donovan take his family out of the ghetto; he had reached back and plucked Chyna and her mother from a life of rats, roaches, and government cheese. He felt a certain loyalty to his next-door neighbor, who was like a second mother to him. The two families would often pool their meager resources, sharing their monthly rations, and making life in the jets bearable. Donovan vowed that once he “made it,” money, or the lack thereof, would be the least of their problems, and he had made good on his promise, giving the ladies in his life—his mother, Reece, Chyna, and her mother, Joyce—a hefty monthly stipend.

“Puleeezze, what?” Chyna responded, mirroring Reece’s tone.

“Why you didn’t go over to Prada and buy something hot?” Reece asked, admiring her new black pleated miniskirt with matching halter. “You know we gots to look fly tonight.” They were going to TuSmArt’s album release party at NV, one of New York’s hot spots.

“I do look hot.” Chyna turned again in the mirror. “Plus, ain’t tryin’ to drop a few grand unnecessarily when I can shop in my closet. Anyway, I’m tryin’ to sack my cash.” She smoothed out the hem of her dress.

Reece looked bewildered. “What you saving for?”

“I wanna open one of them trendy boutiques, and have folks drop a few grand in my store. There’s a ton of money being spent on clothes, and I want a piece of the action.”

Again Reece looked shocked; this was the first time that she had ever heard Chyna talk about starting a business. “Girl, I didn’t know you were interested in opening a boutique.”

“Remember when we were both at F.I.T.? You were studying jewelry design, and I took fashion merchandising classes?” Chyna asked, walking over to the vanity and applying a thin layer of gloss to her bottom lip.

“Yeah, I remember.” Reece plopped down on the bed. “But I took those classes as a hobby, for something to do. And I thought fashion merchandising was another one of your phases, like the time when you wanted to direct music videos, or the time when you swore you was gonna write a book about growing up in Red Hook, or the time—”

Chyna rolled her eyes and cut Reece off. “Okay, okay, I get your point.” She had to admit that she’d been scattered in the past, hardly ever completing a goal, but now she was serious about getting her life in order and becoming financially independent. “Merchandising wasn’t no phase. I got plans.” She put the gloss in her purse. “I can’t live off of your brother for the rest of my life.”

“Why not? He got it like that, and then some,” Reece responded cavalierly.

“Tru dat, tru dat, but I still wanna make my own money and be my own woman.” She turned to face Reece, who was sitting on the edge of the king-sized bed digging frantically around in a large duffel bag. “You should think about making plans for the future, too. I know you don’t wanna be on Donnie’s payroll forever. Maybe you could do something with your jewelry designs. I know!” She perked up, as if having an epiphany. “You could sell your ice in my store.”

“Thanks, but no thanks. Unlike you, I ain’t got no problem being on his payroll.” Reece looked up for a second. “Hell, it’s better than slaving away at some stupid-ass nine-to-five, and getting a lousy two-bit check at the end of the week.” She went back to digging in the bag. “And as far as plans, the only thing I’m planning on is getting more of these,” she said, taking a tiny white pill out of a bottle she’d found in the duffel bag.

“You still taking those?” Chyna wrinkled her nose. “Didn’t the prescription run out?”

Reece had ruptured her Achilles on the dance floor while trying to execute a complicated move she saw performed on Soul Train, but instead of landing on her feet, she landed in the hospital with a severed tendon. To tame the excruciating pain after surgery, the doctor prescribed OxyContin, an extremely potent drug. But that was six months ago, and the pain should’ve been long gone.

Reece popped the pill in her mouth and chased it with a shot of Belvedere. “I got a couple more left; then I’ma have to shop around, ’cause my doctor won’t give me another scrip.”

“What do you mean, ‘shop around’?” Chyna knew exactly what Reece meant, but she wanted an explanation just the same so she could throw in her two cents. She knew how addictive OxyContin could be, even deadly when misused.

Reece sucked her teeth as if irritated. “Shop around, as in find another doctor who’ll write a prescription for my pain.”

“Pain? What pain? Your surgery was months ago, and the way you strutting around on them Manolos, I know you ain’t hardly in no pain. Girl, Oxy ain’t nothing to play with. I read this article in the Times where this boy O.D.’d using it as a recreational drug,” Chyna cautioned.

“Damn, you sound like somebody’s momma. If I needed a lecture, I’d call my own momma,” Reece hissed.

“Sorry. I didn’t mean to step on your toes. I don’t wanna see you caught up; that’s all,” she said, concerned.

“I ain’t caught up. I’m just trying to get my party on,” Reece responded, snapping her fingers and downing another shot of vodka.

Chyna hated to admit the truth, but they had grown apart. She didn’t exactly know when the divide had first occurred, but it was glaringly obvious that their interests were now different. Reece’s vision was blurred by the OxyContin flowing through her veins. She didn’t talk about anything constructive anymore, no short-term or long-range plans. Her sole focus seemed to be scoring more prescription drugs, drinking, and partying until the wee hours. Chyna, in comparison, had never done drugs in her life, either prescription or the street variety. She didn’t even take Tylenol for headaches or cramps. Her father had drunk himself to death, so she drank sparingly. She didn’t touch the hard stuff. When she did drink it was mostly wine coolers, and sometimes champagne. She was afraid that she had inherited her father’s addiction gene, and didn’t want to tempt fate by overindulging.

“Be careful; that’s all I’m saying.”

“Consider me warned. Now let’s go, ’cause I wanna get there before they roll up the red carpet.”

Fourteenth Street from Sixth Avenue to Ninth Avenue was one elongated parking lot. Actually, it was more like a luxury car dealership with a barrage of G-Wagons, Range Rovers, Escalades, and Navigators lined up bumper-to-bumper, all pimped out with customized spinning rims, tinted windows, and psychedelic paint jobs. The metallic midnight-blue stretch Hummer carrying Reece and Chyna sluggishly inched toward NV along with the rest of the traffic.

The speakers inside the vehicle trembled with the heavy bass line of TuSmArt’s new CD. Bouncing her head to the jazzy beat, Chyna sang along to the rhythmic lyrics:

I’m from the Hook, but I ain’t no crook,

the Streets raised me, but my momma saved me,

from a life of crime, now I spend my time, writing rhymes

and making cheddar, and spending cheese…

“Girl, this joint is off the hezzie!” Chyna yelled over the music, but Reece didn’t respond. The back of the car was dark, so she could barely see her friend’s face. “Girl, did you hear what I said?” Still no response. Chyna scooted to the edge of the leather seat and nudged her on the knee. “Reece!” she shouted.



Reece’s eyes popped open and she sprang back to life. “What? What’s the matter?”

“Damn! Are you ’sleep?”

“Uh, I guess I dozed off,” she said groggily, blinking hard, trying to adjust her eyes to the darkness.

Chyna shook her head in disappointment. She knew it was the Oxy coupled with the vodka that was making Reece drowsy. OxyContin was an opium derivative and had a heroin-type effect on the body, causing the user to lose consciousness at any given time.

“You’d better get yourself together before Donnie sees you.” Donovan was overprotective of his younger sister, always trying to shield her from the trappings of the entertainment world.

Reece sat up, stretched her arms above her head, and opened her mouth wide, letting out a thunderous yawn. She shrugged her shoulders up and down, trying to ward off the lethargic effect of the drug. “Now I need a toot to wake the hell up, so I can stomp with the big dawgs tonight.”

“Girl, I know you ain’t gonna mix cocaine with Oxy?” she asked, alarmed.

“If I can find a hit, I’m definitely going to do a line or two or four,” she said without a second thought.

“Have you lost your fucking mind?” Chyna shouted over the music.

“What’s your fucking problem?” Reece screamed back. “I ain’t asking you to partake. Anyway, it’s my damn body and I can do what I fucking please.”

“I know it’s your ‘damn body,’ but you’re talking about mixing a lethal combination.” She looked down in despair and softened her tone, trying to convey the seriousness of the matter. “Reece, you could die.”



“Cool out. Ain’t nobody gonna die up in dis piece.” She took out a compact of pressed powder. “I wanna have some fun, that’s all,” she stated calmly, dabbing her forehead and the tip of her nose with the soft makeup sponge.

From the way Reece was gobbling up the tablets like Tic Tacs, she was, without a doubt, hooked. At a loss for words, Chyna sat back and stared out the window. They rode the rest of the way in silence, with only the music blaring between them.

Another twenty minutes passed before they finally pulled up to the curb in front of NV. Reece instantly perked up when she peered through the tinted windows of the Hummer and saw the throng of paparazzi littering the fringes of the crimson runner outside of the club. She loved being recognized as TuSmArt’s sister, and being photographed for the various celebrity sightings sections of the urban glossy magazines. Though she wasn’t a bona fide celebrity, she was packaged like one. Reece’s complexion was as rich as a chocolate Thin Mint. She had delicate features and long, wavy, jet-black tresses that most people assumed were woven onto her scalp. She was tall and lean with a pair of knockout gams that rivaled Naomi Campbell’s killer legs. Her tight waist and ample boobage made the skimpy outfits that she wore look like pieces from Frederick’s of Hollywood’s private collection.

Reece retrieved a pair of oversized Aviator shades from her purse, adjusted them on the bridge of her keen nose, tossed her hair back dramatically, and got out of the car, with Chyna following in her shadow.

“Hey, isn’t that TuSmArt’s sister?” she heard a photographer ask, as she strolled down the red carpet.

“Yeah, that’s Reece Smart. Ms. Smart, this way,” another photog responded, snapping her picture.

Reece stopped mid-stride and struck a pose like a model gracing the catwalk, as the bright bulbs flashed repeatedly in her face. Preferring to remain anonymous, Chyna hung back, shying away from the glare of the spotlight.

A short time later, Reece was satisfied that she had gotten a significant amount of exposure. She picked up her pace and strutted toward the beefy bouncer.

“Yo name?” asked the keeper-of-the-gate, holding three different clipboards.

Reece rolled her eyes, obviously annoyed that Mr. Beefcake didn’t immediately recognize her face. “Reece Smart. TuSmArt’s sister. I’m on the platinum VIP list,” she announced with much attitude.

At these industry functions there were several tiers to the “list,” the first being the commoner list, which included those who knew somebody who worked on the album. But that didn’t necessarily guarantee admittance into the party, especially if the guest was tardy, since this list had a capacity limit. The second tier was the VIP list, reserved for executives and their friends, and guaranteed entry no matter what time they arrived. Finally the list to grace was the VVIP list, also known as the platinum list, reserved for the artist and his entourage. The platinum list not only guaranteed admittance, but also granted total access once beyond the velvet ropes.

The bouncer stacked the clipboards in his massive hands, with the silver colored one on top. He ran his meaty index finger down the list until he spotted Reece’s name, with “plus guest” noted in parentheses. He put a checkmark beside her name and unhooked the thick crimson cord. “Go right on in, Ms. Smart.”

Reece and Chyna parted a plush shield of heavy drapes that protected the inner sanctum of the club from the outside world and sauntered inside. As usual, they expected to see a horde of scantily clad hoochies gyrating to a hip-hop beat. Instead, an elegantly dressed hostess in a long, black evening gown greeted them. “Right this way, ladies,” she instructed, showing them to a cozy booth along the wall.

Looking around at the dimly lit room, which was set up like a 1920s speakeasy, with indigo votive candles on round tables covered with black linen cloths, Reece couldn’t believe her eyes. A smartly dressed quartet was softly playing jazz on an intimate stage. The entire scene seemed surreal. “Are we in the wrong party or what?” Scanning the room for the second time, she wrinkled her nose. “Is this TuSmArt’s album release party, or a tribute to some dead jazz dude?”
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